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Online reviews and travel magazine awards: Their influence on willingness-to-pay

INTRODUCTION
Modern travelers are exposed to a plethora of online and offline information when
planning a trip. Quality of the hotel website (Wang, Law, Guilleta, Hunga, & Fong, 2015) and
relationship-based marketing on social media are successful strategies for consumer
engagement (Tiago & Verı´ssimo, 2014). User-generated content has also been found to be
important. User-generated content for hotels is available from many online resources including
review-centric websites, search engines (Hanley, 2017), online travel agencies (Murphy &
Chen, 2016) and brand websites (Farley, 2012). Hospitality researchers have previously
investigated the impact of this type of user-generated content on travelers’ willingness-to-stay
(Fillieri & McLeay, 2013) and willingness-to-pay (Nieto-García, Muñoz-Gallego, & GonzálezBenito 2017). Both the number of reviews and the valence of the reviews have a significant
impact on guest behavior (Xie, Zhang, & Zhang, 2014).
Another resources for travel information is print and online travel magazines like Conde
Nast Traveler (CNT Editors, 2018). These organizations generate annual awards in the form of
“best of” lists, which are generated both by using reader feedback and ratings by magazine staff
(Travel and Leisure, 2017; CNT Editors, 2018). Before the wide-spread marketplace acceptance
of online review websites, travel magazines and guidebooks were commonly used for travel
planning. Researchers previously found that inclusion in high-profile guidebooks increased
demand in restaurants (Cotter & Snyder, 1998) and that changes in star-level had a direct,
significant impact on hotel revenue, both positively and negatively (Henley, Cotter, &
Herrington, 2004). The competition for these awards is so fierce in the restaurant industry that
French chef Bernard Loisea committed suicide after his restaurant was downgraded in 2003

(Surlemont & Johnson, 2005). However, do these awards truly impact consumer behavior and
willingness-to-pay since the advent of online review websites?
The current study sought to fill this gap by comparing the impact of inclusion in a “best
of” list to the impact of user-generated content, namely the number of online reviews and star
rating, on guests’ willingness-to-pay for hotel rooms. This study used choice theory as the basis
for its exploration. Choice theory postulates that guests consistently make choices which
maximize their personal utility or happiness (Marshall, 1890). When presented with a series of
choices, guests tend to focus on those attributes which they value the most and which allow
them to maximize their happiness (Sawtooth, 2016). By utilizing choice theory to understand
guests’ willingness-to-pay for lodging choice, researchers have been able to assign a dollar
amount to each attribute (Masiero, Heo, & Pan, 2015).
The researchers used online panels to survey 803 individuals in the United States who
had stayed at a hotel in the past three years to measure the impact of inclusion in a “best of” list,
number of online reviews, and star rating on willingness-to-pay. It used choice-based conjoint
analysis to test six attributes: price, location, pool, number of reviews, star rating on a review
website, and “best of” list inclusion. For hotels, this study will quantify the dollar amount
influence of star rating, number of online reviews, and inclusion in a “best of” list on
willingness-to-pay. For researchers, this study will expand the use of choice-based conjoint
analysis by measuring the influence of both physical attributes and quality indicators on guests’
willingness-to-pay. This study extends the current literature regarding electronic word-of-mouth
by including travel magazines reader’s choice awards in the analysis.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Choice Theory

Rational choice states that an individual’s choices are made to maximize his or her
personal utility (Marshall, 1890). In the case of choice theory, rationality is defined as
consistency, whereby each individual’s series of choices consistently reflects what they value
rather than reflecting an abstract definition of “rationality” (Allingham, 2002). In the case of
consumer behavior, this means that each person consistently choice the product or service that
has the attribute they most value; for example, if a consumer’s favorite color is red, they would
consistently choose red clothing. Therefore, rationality in choice theory can only be determined
when there is a clear pattern of choice rather than by examining one choice made by an
individual (Allingham, 2002).
Choice theory has served as the foundation for most of the research surrounding
willingness-to-pay (Gustafsson, Hermann, & Huber, 2000; Abrate, Capriello, & Fraquelli,
2011). It is also used extensively by industry. Between 1981 and 1985, 1062 choice-based
conjoint analysis marketing projects were conducted by 66 companies in the United States
(Wittink & Cattin, 1989). This type of analysis were adopted by Marriott when they developed
their Courtyard brand (Wind, Green, Shifflet, & Scarbrough, 1989).

Willingness-to-pay in hotels
Hospitality and tourism researchers have previously utilized a variety of methods to
explore willingness-to-pay and choice theory. Hedonic price theory and its corresponding
methodology are foundational in this understanding as it separates the aspects of a product into
its components (Rosen, 1974), and hospitality researchers have successfully applied this method
to the investigation of hotel guests’ willingness-to-pay (Gibbs, Guttentag, Gretzel, Morton, &
Goodwill 2018). However, other methods such as discrete choice experiments (Kim & Park,

2017) and regression models (Zhang, Ye, & Law, 2011) have also yielded valuable information
regarding guest behavior. As new trends emerge, researchers have sought to understand their
influence on guest behavior such as increased hotel security (Feickert, Verma, Plaschka, & Dev,
2006) and green certification in hotels (Chia-Jung & Pei-Chun, 2014). Aspects such as unique
amenities (Masiero, Heo, & Pan, 2015) and views (Wong & Kim, 2012) have been examined
for their potential impact on guest willingness-to-pay.
Hospitality research into hotel guest willingness-to-pay has examined both physical
characteristics and quality indicators. An examination of 20 articles published from 2003
through 2017 in SCI ranked journals (Table 1) found that the attributes most commonly found
to have a significant impact on willingness-to-pay are price, location, service quality, and
swimming pool. View and beach accessibility were both found to be significant; for this study,
they are considered to be synonymous with the location as these attributes would be destination
specific. The number of online reviews and star rating have been found to have a significant
impact on willingness-to-pay.
Table 1
Part of the importance of online reviews and star rating stems from the fact that hotel
guests are willing-to-pay a premium for better service (Román & Martin, 2016). The influence
of quality indicators has become increasingly important over the past twenty years; it is often a
determining factor for many hotel guests (Ogut & Tas, 2012). User-generated content in the
form of online reviews and star rating have been found to have a profound impact on room rate
and willingness-to-pay. An initial increase in the total number of reviews has been found to
increase room rate but this effect diminished once the total number of reviews reaches a certain
point (Viglia, Minazzi, & Buhalis, 2016). In order to decrease the effect of negative reviews,

managerial responses are very critical. Lui. et al. (2018) pointed out that managerial responses
have a positive impact on both hotel performance and negative reviews. Hence, the quality of
reviews is essential for hotel performance and has a positive impact on the financial
performance of a hotel (Torres et al., 2015). Increase in online customer ratings leads to a direct
increase in room revenue (Ogut & Tas 2012). Therefore:
Hypothesis 1: Physical attributes and quality indicators influence hotel guest willingness-topay.
H1A: The location of the property significantly impacts willingness-to-pay.
H1B: The number of reviews a property has received significantly impacts willingness-to-pay.
H1C: The presence of a swimming pool has a significant impact on willingness-to-pay.
H1D: The user-generated star rating of a property from a review website significantly impacts
willingness-to-pay.
Influence of travel magazines and guidebooks
Prior to the advent of the internet, travel magazines and guidebooks were the only
published resources for travel planning. Hospitality scholars have previously discovered a
significant relationship between restaurant guide inclusion and behavioral intention of restaurant
patrons (Snyder & Cotter, 1998). The Michelin Guide is known as the most critical rating
systems for restaurants in the world. According to research on Michelin Guide inclusion in
France, the number of meals served by restaurants grew by 13% after their inclusion in the
guide (Snyder & Cotter, 1998). It has been noted that there is no one way to win these awards
but that quality and uniqueness are the best indicators of success (Surlemont & Johnson, 2005).
For hotels, there are several organizations that make theses lists, like the Forbes Travel
Guide (Forbes Travel Guide, 2018). Additionally, U.S. News and World Report evaluates hotels

according to awards and recognition that hotel receives, hotel class and guest rating scores from
TripAdvisor data (U.S News & World Report, 2018). Conde Nast Traveler Magazine evaluates
hotels according to room quality, service, location, food/dining, design, activities/facilities, and
value based on standard five-point scale (CNT Editors, 2014). Travel + Leisure Magazine also
organizes the World’s Best Hotels award along similar criteria (Travel + Leisure, 2018).
Fodor’s Travel formerly had “The World’s Best Hotels” award in 2014; the selected hotels were
nominated based on service, setting, style, and amenities (Fodor’s Travel, 2018). Research on
this inclusion has been scare. There is one previous study which found that the hotels whose star
rating increased in a guidebook also increased their room rates across all room categories more
than hotels whose star rating remained the same (Henley, Cotter, & Herrington, 2004).
However, some hospitality professionals are critical of these “bests of” lists. Forbes
Travel Guide provides consulting services to hotels about the star rating process; hotel
consultants have criticized this as creating a “pay-to-play” scenario (Powell, 2018). Industry
professionals has also stated that the value of this star ratings has diminished because of online
reviews (Clausing, 2015). Additionally, while the publicity associated with named a “best”
hotel or restaurant generates an increase in volume, it may also create unrealistic expectations
and an excess of volume the property is unprepared to handle (Alexander, 2018). Keeping
Michelin stars creates financial pressures for restaurants (Eaton, 2017); a similar dynamic may
be present in hotels. Although there are many “best of lists” created by many magazines, there
is no specific study exploring the impact of inclusion in a “best of” list on guest willingness-topay for hotels. Therefore:
Hypothesis 2: A hotel’s inclusion in a “best of list” has a significnat impact on willingess-topay.

For the current study, the researchers choose to control for hotel class and use the term
“luxury” hotel in the choice-based scenario. The term “luxury” has many different connotations
and researchers have long debated the exact definition of the word “luxury” (Lu, Berchoux,
Marek, & Chen, 2015). Based on an examination of the previous award winners from Conde
Nast, Travel and Leisure, and Business Insider, these hotels are termed as luxury. Varying hotel
class would unrealistic and problematic for this study. Research has shown that hotel guests
have a similar expectation of service quality across luxury, mid-priced, and economy properties
(Knutson, Stevens, Patton, & Thompson, 1993). Furthermore, positive online reviews are more
significant for luxury hotels since higher review scores increase its sales (Blal & Sturman,
2014). Additionally, while the hotels were termed as luxury, the average price used for these
properties was less than one standard deviation above hotel ADR in the United States for 2019
($125.55 U.S. ADR vs. $176 study ADR) (Statista, 2020). This would indicate than a sample of
the general population is appropriate for this study.

METHODOLOGY
To investigate the influence of inclusion in a “best of” travel magazine list and online
reviews on consumer willingness-to-pay, a choice-based conjoint analysis was administered to
the survey population, a total of 868 participants of which there were 803 completed surveys.
The survey was conducted on two online panel survey sites, Qualtrics (n=407) and Amazon
Mechanical Turk (n=397) to ensure demographic diversity. The responses were analyzed using
choice-based conjoint analysis to test six attributes. The prices used in this study were
calculated by taking the most recent available average daily room rate for eight of the top ten
island destinations listed by U.S. News and World Reports: Bali $115 (Salanto, 2018), Hawaii

Big Island $185 (Newsdesk, 2018), Honolulu $293 (Schaefers, 2018), Kaui $200 (Newsdesk,
2018), Maui $241 (Schenfeld, 2018), Phuket $112.07 (Hotel & Hospitality Group, 2017),
Santorini $120 (Budget your Trip, 2018), and Tahiti $145 (Budget your Trip, 2018). The
Galapagos Island was excluded due to the unique nature of travel to that island, and Capri was
excluded because the available average daily room rate for this destination included also
mainland hotels. The average room rate was calculated as the baseline room rate and then the
lower and higher room rates were one standard deviation above and below the mean. Location
was defined as distance from the beach. Pool was either present or not present. Number of
reviews was defined as 1-50, 51-100, and over 100 (Viglia, Minazzi, & Buhalis, 2016). The star
rating matrix used was 1 to 5 stars, the star rating metric used on TripAdvisor (TripAdvisor,
2018). A hotel being listed on a “best of” list was binary, either present or not present.
The scenario for the participants read as follows:
“For the following set of questions, imagine that you are planning a vacation to a luxury
destination resort on the beach. You will be presented with a series of different hotels to choose
from. For each set, imagine that these are the only properties available and choose which
property you find most appealing. Star ratings and number of reviews are from a travel website.
The resorts either have received a travel magazine award as a Top 10 Beach Resort or have not
received this reward.”
Choice-based conjoint analysis was conducted using the conjoint package in R Studio
3.5.1. This type of analysis gives the guest different sets of choices for a hotel, and as they go
through the decision-making process, individuals tend to narrow their selection criteria down to
the attributes they find to be the most critical (Sawtooth, 2016). First, a multi-nominal
regression model is run to identity the impact of each level of each attribute on the choices

made by the participants. Then, the conjoint analysis decomposes from a set of multivariate
attributes the values of the discrete choices made by the individuals (Louviere, 1988). The
utility scores for each attribute are calculated using a series of regression of models. This utility
score, the part-worth utile, is the weight for each level of each attribute. Finally, each attribute is
assigned a dollar amount regarding its influence on the decision-making process by calculating
the difference between the part-worth utile for the lowest and highest price (Sawtooth, 2016).
Each of these attributes was then ranked by its significance level.
Table 2 shows the demographics. This sample was taken from two sources to increase
diversity. In terms of age, the demographics are fairly well distributed. However 39.98% were
55 or older. By education, less than 1% had some high school, and 18.68% had a high school
degree while the rest had at least some college. A large portion of the sample was retired
(26.28%), while the majority were employed full-time (42.96%). The majority of the sample
(70.11%) had an income of over $35,000. Most of the sample identified as European-American
(71.43%) while the rest of the sample size correlated closely to the distribution of the U.S.
population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019).
Table 2
RESULTS
Table 3 shows the results of the conjoint analysis. The results from the multinominal
logit model yielded the ranking and significance level of each attribute. Price was the most
influential attribute on selection (30.35% importance), followed by location (27.73%), star
rating (20.75%), number of reviews (10.60%), the presence of a pool (9.15%), and best of the
list (1.41%). Only price and location were statistically significant in this model.

The part-worth utilities were calculated using maximum likelihood; the results show the
weight and direction of each attribute on willingness-to-pay. The lowest price ($115) was
weighted in the positive direction while the higher two prices were weighted in the negative
direction. The first two levels of location (on the beach and 1-10 miles from the beach) were
both weighted in the positive direction while the other two levels (11-20 miles from the beach
and >20 miles from the beach) were weighted in the negative direction. User-generated star
ratings of 5 stars, 4 stars, and 3 stars were weighted in the positive direction while both 2 stars
and 1 star were weighted in the negative direction. 2 stars had a higher negative weight than 1
star. The presence of a pool was weighted in the positive direction while the absence of a pool
was weighted in a negative direction. Finally, inclusion in a “best of” list was weighted in the
positive direction while exclusion was weighted in the negative direction.
Table 3
Table 4 details the dollar amount of the willingness-to-pay for each attribute. To
calculate this, the utility point/part worth utility was calculated. The utility point study is the
weighted trade-off a consumer makes when making a decision (Chapman, 1991). It is calculated
by taking the difference between the highest and lowest part-worth utility scores of the price.
This creates a trade-off score of $12.527, which represents the value of each part-worth utility to
the guest. Then, this number is multiplied by the utility score of each attribute to determine the
influence on willingness-to-pay. A guest who paid $115 for a room would be willing-to-pay a
premium of $75.93 for a hotel on the beach while they would be will willing to pay a premium
of $6.45 for a hotel 1-10 miles from the beach. Conversely, it would take a discount of $14.96
for the guest to stay at a hotel 11-20 miles from the hotel and a discount of $67.42 to stay >20
miles from the beach. Guests are willing to pay premiums for 5-star rating ($26.46), 4-star

rating ($21.85) and 3-star rating ($10.84) while 2-star (-$80.82) and 1-star ratings (-$21.67)
decreased willingness-to-pay. The higher number of reviews influenced willingness-to-pay;
>100 reviews increased willingness-to-pay ($29.26), as did 51-100 reviews ($25.54). The
smallest number of reviews, 1-50, decreased willingness-to-pay (-$3.72). The presence of a pool
increased willingness-to-pay ($23.66) while the absence of a pool decreased it (-$23.66).
Finally, inclusion in a “best of” list increased willingness-to-pay ($3.63); absence from that list
decreased willingness-to-pay (-$3.63).
Table 4
Additional testing was conducted to test for the impact of demographic factors on the
survey respondents. The samples were collected from two companies, Qualtrics and Amazon
Mechanical Turk, to increase diversity. Each sample was tested separately; there was no
significant difference between the separate samples and the full sample. The data was then
separated by gender, age group, and race to test for demographic changes; there was no
significant difference between groups. Finally, separate analyses were run for all full-time and
part-time employed vs. other types of employment status, income, and class of most recent hotel
stay were studied. These results did not differ from those of the main analysis.

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND LIMITATIONS
This study sought to understand the impact of quality indicators on guest willingness-topay for hotel rooms. Specifically, it investigated how user-generated star rating, number of
online reviews, and inclusion in a travel magazine’s “best of” list influenced consumer
willingness-to-pay. Additionally, this study investigated the attributes of location and pool
based on previous literature (Heo & Hyun, 2015). The first set of hypotheses proposed that each

attribute would have a significant impact on willingness-to-pay. This hypothesis was only
partially supported. The overall p-value was not significant at the p <0.05 value. Of the values
measured, only price and location were significant at the p <0.05 level.
Beyond the regression analysis, the conjoint analysis results indicated that star ratings
and number of online reviews were influential on willingness-to-pay. In terms of the rankings,
price and location were the first and second most significant variables. Star ratings were the
third most crucial variable followed by a number of reviews, then the presence of a pool, and
finally the listing on a “best of” list. The part-worth utilities break down the influence of each
level of each attribute on the guests’ willingness-to-pay. The star ratings had a significant
influence on the direction and amount of willingness-to-pay. A 2-star rating decreased the
willingness-to-pay by $80.82, a higher impact than a 1-star rating. Research into 1-star ratings
suggests that 1-star reviews have particular complaints rather than being a general assessment of
the overall stay (Levy, Duan, & Boo, 2013) which may explain why the 2-star rating was more
impactful. The number of online reviews also influenced willingness-to-pay; 1-50 reviews
decreased willingness-to-pay by $3.72 while 51-100 reviews increased willingness-to-pay by
$25.52 and >100 reviews increased it by $29.26.
While the user-generated star rating and online reviews ranked as the third and fourth
most influential characteristics, inclusion in a “best of” list was the least significant and had the
the lowest dollar amount impact on willingness-to-pay. Therefore, hypothesis 2 was not
supported. One possible explanation is that travel journalists are targeting a different audience
than online reviews. An analysis of travel magazine stories found that contemporary narratives
emphasis authenticity, local customers, and an anti-tourist sentiment, unlike online reviews
which target a broad range of travlers (McWha, Frost, Laing, & Best, 2016). Additionally, the

role of the travel magazine in the decision-making process has previously been found to be
influential at the generic level of decision making, namely whether or not travel (Carter, 2013).
The current study examined a later decision making state, willingness-to-pay.
For hoteliers, this paper supported previous research into star ratings and online reviews
(Ogut & Tas, 2012). User-generated star ratings and online reviews significantly impact the
willingness-to-pay. Lower star ratings equate to lower willingness-to-pay, but even a low
number of reviews had only a minor decrease on willingness-to-pay. Star ratings of 3, 4, and 5
stars all increased willingness-to-pay. The impact of being on a “best of” list had the least
significant impact on willingness-to-pay. In order to be included in a travel magazine list, hotels
are required to meet rigorous standards (Powell, 2018). This study does not demonstrate that
this increased willingness-to-pay. In addition to the quality indicators, the current study supports
previous research (Rhee & Yang, 2015) that location, as defined as proximity to attractions
significantly, increased willingness-to-pay.
For researchers, this paper explores the impact of a unique quality indicator on
willingness-to-pay. This paper confirms that star rating and online reviews from a usergenerated travel website are still the most significant. It also demonstrated the influence of
travel magazines has diminished. Hotels should closely monitor online reviews. Hotels might
motivate seasoned reviewers with small incentive such as loyalty points and free drink coupons
to write comments about the hotel (Xie & So, 2017).
Future researchers are encouraged to use this paper as a foundation for exploring the
influence of travel magazines and travel magazine websites on consumer behavior. In particular,
researchers are encouraged to measure the impact on travel planning behaviors. Rather than
inspiring the choice of a particular hotel, these magazines may have an impact on destination

selection. The rankings may also influence the guests’ expectations and their assessment of
quality once they do stay at the hotel.
This research is not without limitations. The survey used beach hotels as the scenario.
Guests traveling to different locations and for different reasons may be more likely to choose a
hotel based on its inclusion in a travel magazine “best of” list. This study only used two
physical attributes, the pool and the location. Previous studies have also found that other
attributes (i.e. bathroom, bed quality) had a significant impact on willingness-to-pay (Kim &
Park, 2017); future studies including different attributes could potentially find different partworth utilities for the quality indicators used in this study. Finally, this paper focused on
willingness-to-pay. A future study exploring behavioral intentions may yield different results.
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